It\'s Wednesday, March 18, 2020. To tell you the truth, I already had my April *JFSE* editorial all done and ready to submit. But after the unprecedented events of the past 7 days -- postponements, cancellations, and closures of all kinds and at all levels (with more to come), universities migrating all face‐to‐face courses to alternative forms of delivery, declaration of State and National emergencies, and declaration of the novel coronavirus outbreak a pandemic by the World Health Organization -- I decided I needed to pen a different, more timely editorial, one on the idea of "turning sandstorms into pearls."

I first encountered this idea of "turning sandstorms into pearls" a number of years ago as I was reading a chapter in the book *Making Love Last Forever* by Gary Smalley ([1996](#jfs312187-bib-0011){ref-type="ref"}, chapter 4). The underlying analogy is that difficulties, trials, hurts, and all other painful or challenging experiences that we encounter in life (and love) are like sandstorms. Sandstorms, especially big ones, can blind us, anger us, irritate us, hurt us, disappoint us, and so on. But, as we respond to them, we have a choice: we can get *bitter* or we can get *better*. If we want to get *better*, we need to choose to learn how to use the sandstorms we face for good and for growth. Smalley calls the process of transforming the negative (e.g., disrupting, discouraging, devastating, etc.) aspects of life\'s sandstorms into benefits (e.g., positive outcomes, life lessons, changes in character, etc.), "pearl‐counting" (p. 56). This "pearl‐counting" word picture works well because the beautiful pearl found within an oyster actually starts with an irritating grain of sand or other debris. Pearls can usually be found in every trial, but to find them, we need to intentionally and intently search for them.

"What pearls might come out of the COVID‐19 pandemic?", you ask? Well, truly, only time will tell. But here are three of the items on my wish list:

**1.  Living together more harmoniously**. When we look back we will see that people of the United States (and around the globe) came together to fight the COVID‐19 virus, putting aside everything that now seems to too easily divide us, like race, gender, economic status, politics,and so on, to flatten the curve[^1] and save peoples' lives. And that this unity forged by trial extends beyond the virus, helping us to mend our differences and live together more harmoniously.

**2.  Living more mindfully, focused on the important rather than the urgent**. When we look back we will see that the slowing down of life, due to the myriad of cancelations, postponement, and closures has helped us to focus on the important, rather than what we perceive as being the urgent things in life. We got a chance to stop long enough to take a breath and consider what is really important and were able to place a much higher value on people and relationships than before. In addition, this extra time will have allowed us to become a more mindful[^2] and more slow‐thinking[^3] people. And I hope this slowing down, despite the current circumstances, can help decrease the high rate of mental health issues experienced in this day and age, especially by our young people (Elmore & McPeak [2017](#jfs312187-bib-0006){ref-type="ref"}).

**3.  Living with a positive attitude, full of gratitude**. When we look back, we will see abundant evidence of the invaluable lessons of attitude and gratitude. When it comes down to it, in times when things are well out of our control, there is one thing that is still within our control -- our attitude. As stated by Dr. Viktor E. Frankl ([2001](#jfs312187-bib-0007){ref-type="ref"}) in his memoir entitled *Man\'s Search for Meaning*, "Everything can be taken from a man but one thing: the last of the human freedoms---to choose one\'s attitude in any given set of circumstances, to choose one\'s own way." Although there is no comparison whatsoever between what Dr. Frankl endured as a Jewish prisoner during the Holocaust and our current COVID‐19 circumstances, we can learn an invaluable life lesson from him -- life is *much less* about what happens to us and *much more* about how we respond to it. And a natural extension of choosing to have a positive attitude, in spite of our circumstances, is a life that is full of gratitude.

What\'s on your pearl counting wish list? Just like with the oyster, only time[^4] will reveal the beautiful pearls that will come out of this very difficult and challenging time. I hope that each of us will all be able to experience and treasure the pearls produced by this sandstorm from all around the globe.

Before I close, there is another aspect of pearl counting that I\'d like to mention. Thus far, we have been focused on rear‐view mirror pearl counting, that is, looking back well after a situation has occurred and counting the pearls that have already formed. But what about intentionally and proactivity helping to craft our own pearls right in the midst of a difficult situation?

Making the best out of a difficult situation as it is occurring is a tall order, but one that allows us to author our own story or carve our own path. A relatively small example of a difficult and disruptive situation where we can craft our own pearls, which may hit home for many University faculty and staff, is the call many of us have received to move all of our face‐to face courses to alternative forms of delivery with virtually a moment\'s notice[^5]. So what are some of the pearls that we can begin to proactively and intentionally craft in ourselves, and perhaps encourage in our students, in this difficult and disruptive situation? Here are a few pearl crafting activities I want to work on: 1) Grow in my patience...with everything and everyone, including myself; 2) Help who I can, how I can; and 3) Embody a can‐do attitude[^6] and a "we\'re in this together" spirit, while being realistic, flexible, and compassionate.

As many of us face challenges developing and utilizing alternative forms of delivery for our course materials, assignments, and assessments for our students, we need to be mindful of the many challenges our students are facing and will face as they attempt to complete the semester through remote instruction. This will require an extra measure or two of patience from all parties involved!

When I began hearing about the possibility of needing to provide our students with alternative forms of delivery in a department meeting, I felt very lucky that I already had some experience teaching online. But I knew that there would be other faculty that could use some help with the transition. Before I could even verbalize my thoughts, a few faculty with online teaching experience began to eagerly offer their assistance. As soon as I could get a word in, I, too, jumped in. I want to help who I can, how I can.

An interesting weblink entitled "Please do a bad job of putting your course online" by Rebecca Barrett‐Fox ([2020](#jfs312187-bib-0001){ref-type="ref"}) was shared with the Illinois faculty and staff as we began migrating from face‐to‐face delivery. My first thought was, "now, that\'s a strange title for an article shared by the Provost", but I kept on reading and found it to be a really helpful and insightful article in these unsettling times. In the comment section of the article, the author gives a great synopsis of her point behind the article: "Here is the thesis: if you try to do more than your students are able to do, they will fail. If you try to do more than you are able to do, you will fail. Instead of setting everyone up for failure by trying new technologies that you aren\'t familiar with and they can\'t access, find ways of teaching that students in a high stress situation can actually use[^7]." For sure I need to have can‐do attitude and a "we\'re in this together" spirit, but I also need to make sure that I am being thoughtful about the why and the *how* of what I am doing, and most importantly, *who* I am doing it for.

After reading the article and pondering all of the events of the week, one of my first thoughts was -- OK, right now, my number one job is to care for my students, my number two job is to help them learn. Then again, perhaps, that\'s always the way it should be...

[^1]: According to epidemiologists, flattening the curve is the idea to increase social distancing in order to slow down the spread of the virus, so that there is not a huge spike in the number of people getting sick all at once. If that were to occur, there would not be enough hospital beds or mechanical ventilators for everyone who needs them, and the U.S. hospital system would be overwhelmed, which has already happened in other locations in the world. For more details see Godoy ([2020](#jfs312187-bib-0008){ref-type="ref"}).

[^2]: Mindfulness is the practice of purposely focusing our attention on the present moment---and accepting it without judgment. Mindfulness is now being examined scientifically and has been found to be a key element in stress reduction and overall happiness. For more details, see *Benefits of Mindfulness* ([2019](#jfs312187-bib-0002){ref-type="ref"}).

[^3]: The book *Thinking, Fast and Slow* by Daniel Kahneman ([2011](#jfs312187-bib-0010){ref-type="ref"}) discusses our ability to think both fast and slow. In short, fast thinking is unconscious, emotional, and instinctive; whereas slow thinking is conscious, deliberative, and mostly logical. Fast thinking helps us to get through each day by handling routine actions and decisions with minimum effort or fuss. Slow thinking, on the other hand, comes into play whenever we intentionally allocate our attention to the effortful mental activities that demand it, such as solving a problem, having a meaningful and deep conversation, learning a musical instrument, playing a new game or sport, formulating an argument, monitoring and controlling our behavior, that is, engaging in anything that causes our brain to exert itself. For additional details see Dooley ([2012](#jfs312187-bib-0005){ref-type="ref"}), Chen ([2014](#jfs312187-bib-0004){ref-type="ref"}), and Kadioglu ([2015](#jfs312187-bib-0009){ref-type="ref"}), for example.

[^4]: As an example of time revealing the pearls birthed from tragedy, the interested reader is encouraged to check out the outstanding online, multimedia article by Kim Schmidt ([2018](#jfs312187-bib-0012){ref-type="ref"}), entitled *1918: The Year Without a Homecoming*, that recounts the ordeal and counts the pearls from the 1918 influenza pandemic, especially as related to the University of Illinois. For pearl counting, see Chapter 5, entitled "Extraordinary times reveal extraordinary people." The 1918 influenza pandemic (referred to as the Spanish flu) is considered one of the top 10 worst outbreaks in history.

[^5]: Enjoy this fun song video by Michael Bruening ([2020](#jfs312187-bib-0003){ref-type="ref"}) about putting course content online given very short notice. Lyrics sung to the tune of the popular song I Will Survive.

[^6]: One of my favorite can‐do symbols is Rosie the Riveter. Rosie the Riveter was an iconic poster of a female factory worker flexing her muscle, exhorting other women to join the World War II effort with the declaration that "We Can Do It!" For more on Rosie see Vergun ([2019](#jfs312187-bib-0013){ref-type="ref"}).

[^7]: My friend and colleague, Dr. Dawn Bohn, Teaching Assistant Professor, and Director of Off‐Campus Programs, shared a food analogy about transitioning our courses with some of the Food Science and Human Nutrition faculty that I thought was very insightful. She reminded us of when gluten‐free food products first came out on the market. In truth, they were not very good, in fact, they tasted a lot like carboard, but they were gluten‐free and met a growing health need (good news is that they are much better now!). It may be the same with many of the alternative delivery method courses we are trying to develop on such short notice. They may be far from ideal, but the important thing is we are trying our best to meet our students' learning needs -- even if it turns out to be a little like cardboard. Dawn is also busy selflessly helping others transition their courses.
